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 Abstract 
 
Through the media of analogue and digital imagery and the discipline of 
theoretical research, this project investigates skeletal remains to elucidate their 
language by examining them in evolutionary, historical, cultural and ritual 
contexts.  
 
In the context of this exegesis skeletal remains are indicated as metaphors for 
narrative and language. The exegesis discusses the manner in which bones are 
subject to a form of metamorphosis that is influenced and directed by the 
languages used to describe them, which in turn are directed by the position, 
experiential history and cultural background of the viewer/interpreter. These 
concepts are investigated in the context of artistic practice, with reference to the 
work of Henry Moore, Harry Nankin, J. John Priola, Stephanie Valentin and 
others.  
 
The outcome of the research project is realised in a visual arts exhibition. The wall 
 mounted images, the specimen book of images and the shelf installation of bones with 
different objects all allude to the essential ambiguity and fluidity of the nature of bones  
and the languages associated with and imposed on them.  
 
In seeking the language of bones, the exhibition reveals that the reply to the question What 
bone shall speak for me? is as individually subjective and mutable as the images and objects 
suggest. 
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            What Bone Shall Speak for Me? Seeking the Language of Bones:  
                                                    A Photographic Investigation. 
 
   A.D. Hope (1907 – 2000) 
                Professor of English, Canberra University College, 1951 – 1968. 
                                                           Meditation on a Bone. 
A piece of bone, (circa AD 1050) found at Trondhjem in 1901, with the engraved 
Runic inscription: ‘I loved her as a maiden; I will not trouble Erlend’s detestable 
wife; better she should be a widow.’ 
Words scored upon a bone,                                                                                                             
Scratched in despair or rage –                                                              
Nine hundred years have gone; 
Now in another age, 
They burn with passion on 
A scholar’s tranquil page. 
 
The scholar takes his pen 
And turns the bone about. 
And writes these words again. 
Once more they seethe and shout 
And through a human brain 
Undying hate rings out. 
 
“I loved her when a maid; 
I loathe and love the wife 
That warms another’s bed: 
Let him beware his life.” 
The scholar’s hand is stayed; 
His pen becomes a knife. 
 
To grave in living bone 
The fierce archaic cry. 
He sits and reads his own 
Dull sum of misery. 
A thousand years have flown 
Before that ink is dry. 
 
And, in a foreign tongue, 
A man, who is not he, 
Reads and his heart is wrung 
This ancient grief to see, 
And thinks: when I am dung, 
What bone shall speak for me?1 
                                                 
1 The Double Looking Glass: New and Classic Essays on the Poetry of A. D. Hope, David Brooks 
(ed), St. Lucia, University of Queensland Press, 2000 
  
                                                                      Fig 1 
Reconstructed cast of Upper Palaeolithic (20,000 BCE) burial of teenage boy with artefacts of 
mammoth ivory pendants and a flint blade. Arene Candide, Italy. 
 
                                                     
                                                 
                                                
 
                                                Introduction 
 
Skeletal remains have fascinated me since childhood, when from an island I 
collected my first remnant – a horse’s jawbone washed clean and white by the 
actions of the sea and sand. Apart from it obviously being a horse remnant (I was 
at that age horse – mad), I also perceived it as an object of beauty. It was the first 
piece of a large collection gathered throughout my childhood that sadly, I had to 
leave behind when I emigrated from New Zealand to Australia. I now have an 
even larger collection which has provided a valuable resource for image making. 
 
The aim of my research project is to discover and define a language of bones. I 
consider that skeletal remains act as receptacles or mediums for language, of 
which narrative is an integral element that can describe evolutionary, historical, 
cultural and ritual practices and concepts. The languages associated with bones 
can be altered, enhanced and extended depending on their association with related 
objects, and the contexts in which they are found or placed. Skeletal remains, 
apart from being a common signifier of death, I consider are also objects of 
utilitarian beauty that silently communicate the living history of the organisms 
they once supported. To quote Darwin: ‘bones murmur their owner’s story with 
an almost living tongue.’2  
 
The poignancy of the last line of Hope’s poem ‘What Bone Shall Speak for Me’? 
particularly resonated with my interests in history, palaeontology, archaeology 
and language, and a lifetime fascination with bones. The thoughts and emotions 
expressed by Hope’s poem and the different layers and sub-text that the bone and 
engraving embodied have fuelled the research in this project.  
 
Skeletal remains can also be considered as metaphors for language and narrative, 
in that they are not only storehouses of information, but in the semiotic sense, 
bones are signs. The meanings or interpretations are determined by the position, 
                                                 
2 Charles Darwin in Kathy E. Goldberg, The Skeleton: Fantastic Framework, U.S. News Books,  
Washington D.C, 1982, p 103 
 
experience and cultural background of the reader/interpreter. Specific languages 
(e.g. medical, scientific), used to describe and interpret bones can reshape the 
perception of their physical sense, thereby influencing the manner in which the 
viewer perceives and relates to them. 
 
The five chapters of this exegesis detail my journey of investigation and 
exploration using the core medium of photographic/digital imagery supported by 
theoretical research. I draw analogies between bones and language, using 
photographic imagery to visually express these concepts and demonstrate their 
similarities as complex, many-layered communication systems that urge the 
articulation of a variety of narratives.   
 
Chapter One deals with language and narrative, and explores the concept of bones 
as communication systems. In Chapter Two I discuss the historical context of 
bones, examining how a language has evolved through the development of 
scientific knowledge gleaned from and interpreted through the evolutionary, 
archaeological, anthropological and historical records based on the examination 
of skeletal remains. In Chapter Three I examine the language of bones as 
evidenced by their use in cultural contexts and practices, including the 
Palaeolithic era (defining Palaeolithic art as a cultural rather than an arts practice), 
the Mexican Day of the Dead Festival and the Sedlec Ossuary in the church at 
Kutna Hora, Czechoslovakia. While bones are significant objects in these 
cultures, the languages evoked by them are very different, articulated and shaped 
by the manner in which bones are used as vehicles to express specific concepts.  
 
Chapter Four explores the language evinced through bones as art forms, and 
examines arts practices and practitioners that have informed my image making.  
Not all the artists I have referenced necessarily use or refer to bones as part of 
their arts practice, but it is their techniques and interpretation of object forms that 
are relevant to my work. Henry Moore’s sculptural forms for instance, epitomise 
the essence of bone stripped of its flesh and revealed in its purest sense as the 
embodiment of form, and conversely while H. R. Giger’s architectural and 
futuristic forms also emphasise the structural nature of the skeleton, his work, 
particularly his skeletal forms foreshadow a future of constructed, inorganic body 
parts. Zdzislaw Beksinski’s paintings depict bone forms as purely organic 
elements, in portrayals of an apocalyptic world where familiar systems seem to be 
breaking down, with bony forms encroaching on buildings, forming trees and 
extruding from the human body.   
 
 Christian Boltanski’s technique of collating and categorising objects and 
photographs demonstrates how languages can be evoked and influenced by the 
contextual relationships of objects with one another. Patrick Hall’s and Doris 
Salcedo’s installations also reference the collecting and collating of objects in set 
‘frames.’ Hall’s cabinet of bones and Salcedo’s insertion of objects into furniture 
pieces enfold the objects, therefore setting their narratives into specific frames.  
 
Photographer J. John Priola’s depiction of objects in Once Removed: Portraits 3 
informs the manner in which I have portrayed the objects (bones) in my images. 
Priola’s technique of disassociating his objects from a contextual background 
invests them with a singularity that invites the viewer to respond to them on a 
spontaneous and intuitive level. Conversely, 16th century anatomist Vesalius’ 
exquisitely detailed and rendered anatomical woodcuts place his human forms in 
landscapes that seem to indicate a defined geographical place and space. This 
technique invests these forms with a sense of identity and individuality that is 
otherwise lost – or depersonalised – when they are placed or viewed in isolation. 
Photographer Harry Nankin’s photogram (or shadowgram) images evidence the 
object or organism as traces, which support my concept of bones and photographs 
as traces of physical realities. Photographer Stephanie Valentin also uses 
photograms and photography to explore the natural world, in particular the world 
of micro-organisms as artefacts. Her work is an exploration of the 
interconnectedness of all life forms and the diversity of the natural systems, a 
concept that I found emerging through my visual explorations of bones. 
 
Chapter Five details the development of my own language through image making 
through the medium of photography.  I see photographs as being indicators of an 
absent presence – as bones are. I consider that photographic imagery (both 
                                                 
3 Andy Grundberg & Rebecca Solnit. Once Removed: Portraits By J. John Priola, Arena Editions, 
Santa Fe, New Mexico, 1998  
analogue and digital) and bones are memory tokens, symbolic evidence of once 
physical presences. To hold or view a bone or photograph is to contemplate the 
existence of someone or something; they are the signifiers of existence. Bones 
and photographs also represent identity; in the case of photographs, a person, 
place or time. Bones can also identify the type or species of a once living 
organism, and since the advent of carbon dating and DNA testing, can place a 
specific individual in a particular era or period of time. 
 
Through the course of my research I have come to consider photographs and 
skeletal remains as interrelated concepts. ‘Exposure’, ‘revealing,’ and ‘time’ 
relate to both. As photographs are exposed in the darkroom, so are bones exposed 
in the geological/archaeological layers, both revealing information. However, 
both are subject to decay. A photograph fades, the information becoming blurred 
and indistinct, as bones over time lose their information as they crumble to dust.  
They are both also indicators of absence, a reminder of what has been lost. I hear 
this sense of loss echoed in the poignant last line of Hope’s poem – ‘what bone 
shall speak for me’? I see this as a cry for remembrance after death; that 
something will remain as evidence of a life lived and experienced by an 
individual personality. Photographs are proof of a past existence, as are bones, 
and Cadava’s statement: ‘what survives in a photograph is also the survival of the 
dead’ 4 is just as applicable to skeletal remains. As such I feel that photography is 
an ideal medium with which to explore my project. While the idea of the ‘truth’ 
of photographic imagery has been a consistent theme since the development of 
photography, it is however a moving target. It has always been possible to 
manipulate and adapt photographs to depict any chosen version of a ‘truth.’ In 
contemporary arts practice although still drawing on traditional practices, 
photography is used to explore, reinterpret and redefine the perceptions of culture, 
identity, place and space. Photography is a malleable, plastic medium that offers 
restructured versions of selected ‘realities,’ and as such this is why I feel that it is 
a particularly appropriate medium with which to explore the language of bones – 
                                                 
4 Eduardo Cadava. Words of Light: Theses on the Photography of History, Princeton University 
Press, Princeton, New Jersey, 1997, p 8 
 
as a medium it is as malleable and mutable as are the interpretations applied to 
bones.  
 
Photographs create a distance (both physically and in time) from the subject while 
also allowing the opportunity for close examination of the subject. The act of 
photographing bones and transferring them into the world of art removes them in 
both time and space from their origins (whether this is the body or their ‘found’ 
location), thus altering the sensibility associated with bones. As an image the 
viewer can examine them from an objective standpoint, at one remove from the 
‘rawness’ of the bones’ natural state.  This changes the associated narratives; the 
language associated with the raw bone will be different from that associated with 
an image of a bone. Photographs and bones both constitute a visual trace of a 
form of reality. In the case of photographs it is often the artist/ maker’s 
construction of a particular type of reality. Regarding bones, it is the language that 
defines and describes them that creates their reality, and this can be as much of a 
‘construction’ as that of the artist/maker. 
 
Some of my images are consciously constructed, but others seemingly evolved 
and formed their own language without conscious intent on my part, although the 
final decision of what was retained and what was discarded was always my own. 
 
My investigation has been a process of peeling back the layers of meaning and 
interpretation applied to bones, removing each metaphorical skin attempting to 
get to the heart or core of the matter. Through the camera lens and the scanner 
bed, I have come to discern a natural order that uses and reuses successful 
structures, repeating patterns that are echoed from the microscopic to the cosmic 
levels. While this may be the rudimentary language of bones, the languages used 
to describe them will always influence how they are shaped and perceived in the 
consciousness of the viewer.  
 
The outcome of my project is realised in an exhibition consisting of three 
components – wall mounted images, a book of images and a shelf installation of 
bones with associated objects. These in themselves comprise three languages and 
relate to the three models of cultural and ritual practices studied in the exegesis. 
The wall mounted images of bones evoke the language of the art object through 
the sculptural forms of the bones. The images also demonstrate how visual 
manipulation of bones influences their resulting associated language, as seen in 
the physical alterations of the engraved and shaped Palaeolithic bone objects. The 
Day of the Dead Festival in Mexico also features manipulated skeletal forms - 
sweets shaped like skulls, skeletal forms dressed as musicians or formed into 
jewellery and ornaments.  
 
The book of images and the bones displayed on the shelf installation evidence 
bones as specimens or memory tokens. The shelf installation can almost be read 
like a book, a narrative flow being created through the overlapping format of the 
shelves, one layer leading to the next, and through the relationships of the objects 
to one another. This invites a contemplative approach, as do the images in the 
book. The book invites the viewer to embark on a journey though the images, 
building their own narrative story in response to them. Both the book and the 
shelf installation relate to the bone display in the Sedlec Ossuary, which also 
induces a contemplative study of the objects. These concepts will be discussed in 
greater depth in the body of the exegesis.  
 
                                     
                                   
                                     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
